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LA QUINCEANERA:
A CoMING OF AGE RITUAL
IN LATINO COMMUNITIES

When a young Latina turns 14, she starts dreaming
of her quinceafiera, the coming of age ritual that will mark
her transition into adulthood in her community. Her
immediate and extended family will soon be involved in
the preparation—reserving a dance hall, a mass at the
local parish, ordering the dress, and recruiting “sponsors”
for the various aspects of the celebration.

The celebration includes a number of cultural practices
that cement the social bonds among the participants.
Perhaps the most essential of these is the custom of
having “‘sponsors’—or “madrinas” and “padrinos'—whose
charge is to provide the essential items that will mark the
transition from childhood to adulthood. The celebration
occurs in a religious and social setting and incorporates
site-appropriate elements. Thus, there are “sponsors’ for
items worn by the young woman—the dress, the tiara,
the shoes, jewelry (such as bracelet, ring, watch,
earrings)—and for items like the dance music, the
church, the cake, and the brindis, or toast.

From a feminist perspective, the celebration offers
ample room for analysis of the ways that the feminine is
performed, as well as what it means to be an adult
woman. The celebration marks a threshold in the life of a
young person, and a transition between two social
positions occurs. At one part of the celebration, this
transition is symbolically marked as the young woman
removes her flat shoes and dons high heels. In a culture
whose gender-stratified expectations limit a young
woman's world, she is now given more freedom. The
conundrum is that as the young woman is now
presented to society as a “marriageable” woman, a
fifteen-year-old is still a child according to U.S. law.

The celebration has become a central life-marker
celebration along the line of weddings, baptisms and
confirmations, although everyone recognizes that it is not
a sacrament. Indeed, although it originated among
Catholics, it is not limited to those communities today;
the tradition exists even in Baptist or Methodist
congregations. And the expansion of the celebration into
non-Catholic realms is not the only change it has
undergone. As all traditions, with the passage of time,
new elements are added and old ones discarded. The
quinceafera has undergone significant changes; for
example, while traditionally it was restricted to female

celebrants, it is now not unusual to have quinceaferos,
that is, fifteen-year-old males, celebrate in similar fashion.

Specific questions that have emerged as | have
studied this particular cultural practice are, on a very
elementary level, the following: What are the essential
elements of the celebration? What are its origins in
indigenous Mexican tradition and in European tradition?
What are the components that define it as a coming of
age ritual? How does the performance of the feminine
play out in the celebration? A more theoretical
exploration asks: How do border theory and mestizaje
theory apply to this particular event? How is the
seemingly non-feminist event foster feminist views? And
finally, taking a long-range view, how will the celebration
develop into the next fifty years?
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